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A June 9 agreement between the Ministry of Health (MINSA) and the Movimiento Medico ProSalario and other health-worker unions ended a four-month strike by state-employed doctors.
Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo, mediator in the negotiations, Health Minister Lombardo
Martinez, and the coordinator of the Movimiento Pro-Salario, Elio Artola, signed an agreement that
gives a 100% increase to 4,500 doctors and smaller raises for 23,000 other medical workers.
A spokesperson for the Movimiento vowed that the struggle to get a 200% salary increase, as
originally demanded by the doctors, would continue. Besides the immediate 100% increase in
doctors' pay, the settlement also promises an additional 50% increase in 1999, the immediate
reinstatement of doctors fired during the strike, payment of three-months back pay, and a voluntary
early-retirement plan.
In addition, the settlement calls for establishing a national forum to discuss modernization of the
health-care sector and a commission to evaluate compliance with the settlement. MINSA also
promised to reallocate medical resources to cover areas of the country that have not received an
equitable share. Gains for nurses, technicians, and other health workers who supported the strike
include wage increases ranging from 30% to 55%.
Along with the gains, doctors will be obliged to submit to a stricter work regimen, according to
MINSA vice minister for finance Martha McCoy. "This business of doctors working just two hours a
day is over," said McCoy. "They will have to work eight hours as required by MINSA regulations."
MINSA estimated that the strike cost the government nearly US$5 million, of which US$3 million
went to pay for medical services contracted by the government from private providers during the
strike. The remainder is accounted for by losses in public-hospital revenues during the four-month
period.
The salary increases for the remainder of the year will cost another US$6.9 million. Earlier in the
month, agreement seemed likely on a government offer of a 110% salary increase for doctors, but the
deal fell through when Sandinista-controlled unions representing other hospital employees entered
the dispute and demanded a 200% wage hike for their workers.

FSLN participation adds political element to strike
The Sandinista involvement underlined the political warfare between the government and the
Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN). Some observers suggested the Sandinistas
had taken over a strike that was about wages and turned it into a political operation against the
administration. Along with Sandinista participation came increased confrontations with police,
which the press said involved more Sandinista protestors than striking doctors. The administration
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interpreted FSLN participation in the strike as part of a campaign to force President Arnoldo
Aleman into direct negotiations with the Sandinistas on major national issues. US Ambassador in
Nicaragua Lino Gutierrez shared this view, charging that the strike was the most recent example
of the FSLN using "threats of violence" to pressure Aleman. [Sources: Notimex, 05/31/98; The
Miami Herald, 06/05/98; La Tribuna (Nicaragua), 06/10/98; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 06/08/98, 06/10/98,
06/14/98]
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